In this paper, we discuss the early phases of the ongoing outburst that CI Cyg, a prototype symbiotic star, is currently undergoing after 30-year quiescence. We have tightly monitored CI Cyg in BV R C I C bands, starting a whole year before the onset of the outburst, and in addition we obtained numerous Echelle high-and low-resolution absolutely flux-calibrated spectra. The outburst started while the accreting white dwarf (WD) was being eclipsed by the Roche lobe filling M giant companion, and it was discovered during the egress phase on the second half of 2008 August. The system reached peak V-band brightness in early 2008 October and has been characterized by amplitudes B = 1.9, V = 1.5, R C = 0.9, I C = 0.4 mag. At maximum V-band brightness, the outbursting WD had expanded to closely resemble an F3 II/Ib star, with M V = −3.5, T eff ∼ 6900 K and R = 28 R . The high-ionization emission lines ([Ne V], [Fe VII], He II) disappeared and only lower ionization lines were visible. Balmer and He I emission lines declined in equivalent width but increased in absolute flux. The output radiated by the hot component during the outburst corresponds to nuclear burning proceeding at a 2 × 10 −8 M yr −1 rate.
I N T RO D U C T I O N
CI Cyg is a prototype symbiotic star, and one of the first discovered (Shapley 1922; Merrill & Humason 1932) . It hosts an M5.5 giant star (Mürset & Schmid 1999) , with no significant circumstellar dust. It shows a marked ellipsoidal effect in its long-wavelength light curves indicating that the giant component is filling, or nearly filling, its tidal Roche lobe. The mass transfer from the giant to the hot component should therefore mainly occur via Roche lobe overflow.
The nature of the accreting compact star in CI Cyg is still controversial. Kenyon et al. (1991, hereafter K91) argued from ultraviolet (UV) colours that the hot source should be a 0.5 M main-sequence star, surrounded by an extended disc, accreting aṫ M ≈ 1-3 × 10 −5 M yr −1 . Godon (1996) derived T bl = 120 000 K as the temperature of the boundary layer of the disc around a 0.5 M , 0.2 R star accreting at this rate. The high temperature would account for the high-ionization emission lines (He II, [Ne V] and [Fe VII]) observed in CI Cyg during quiescent states. However, a disc around a main-sequence star would not be able to account for E-mail: alessandro.siviero@oapd.inaf.it the outburst states of CI Cyg. Godon's models show that the only way to account for the much lower temperatures observed during outburst (T ≤ 20 000 K) is to invoke a large expansion (≥2) in the radius of the accreting star. Playing with the accretion rate would not produce the desired effect. Tutukov & Yungelson (1976) and Paczynski & Rudak (1980) proposed that a good fraction of known symbiotic stars were powered by stable hydrogen nuclear burning, on the surface of a white dwarf, of the material accreted from the cool giant companion. This was confirmed observationally by Munari & Buson (1994) , and later by Sokoloski (2003) . The conditions for stable H-burning and smallest envelope radius (e.g. maximum temperature of the pseudo-photosphere) require a fine-tuning of the mass accretion rate (cf. Kenyon 1986 , hereafter K86, and references therein). The burning envelope would react with an expansion (and consequent cooling of the pseudo-photosphere) to any increase of the accretion rate above the minimum amount required to sustain stable nuclear burning. Should this occur, the pseudo-photosphere would shift its energy peak from far-UV into the optical range, causing the star to appear in 'outburst'. The increase of the accretion rate on to the WD could be triggered by enhanced mass loss from the cool giant or by mass dump through an accretion disc (e.g. Sokoloski et al. 2006 ). Mikołajewska (2003) argued that the collected observational facts suggest abandoning the K91 model for CI Cyg of a main-sequence star accretor in favour of a WD in stable H-burning conditions at the surface.
CI Cyg has experienced only a few outbursts in its long recorded history (K86 and references therein). Those of 1911 and 1937 have been quite minor ones, in both brightness amplitude and duration. Then, between 1970 and 1978 , CI Cyg experienced a major outburst phase, characterized by several brightness maxima peaking at V ≤ 9.0 mag and year-long declines, interspersed by total eclipses of the outbursting WD by the cool giant (e.g. Belyakina 1979 Belyakina , 1984 . Following it, CI Cyg experienced 30 years of flat quiescence, until when in 2008 we discovered it again in outburst . The current outburst is far brighter and longer in duration that the 1911 and 1937 events, and it is so far comparable to the early development of the 1970-1978 outburst. Being the first such event since the introduction of linear detectors (CCDs) in Astronomy, it will offer the unprecedented opportunity for a throughout study of CI Cyg. In this paper, we report about the early development of the outburst as resulting from our all-out observational effort based on BV R C I C photometry, wide wavelength range absolute spectrophotometry and high-resolution spectroscopy. High-and low-resolution spectra of CI Cyg were obtained with different instruments in Italy, all adopting a 2.0 arcsec wide slit, east-west oriented. A journal of observation is given in Table 2 . We used (i) the 0.60-m telescope of Osservatorio Astronomico G. Schiapparelli (Campo dei Fiori, Varese), equipped with a multimode spectrograph (MMS) housing on a turnable optical bench both an Echelle instrument as well as various single-dispersion combinations; (ii) the 1.82-m telescope operated in Asiago by the National Institute for Astrophysics (INAF) Astronomical Observatory of Padova, equipped with both single-dispersion and Echelle grating spectrographs; (iii) the 1.22-m telescope of the Asiago Astrophysical Observatory of the University of Padova and a Boller & Chivens single-dispersion grating spectrograph. All spectra have been extracted and calibrated for bias, dark, flat and spectrophotometric standards with IRAF. Integrating the BV R C photometric passbands over the single-dispersion spectra provides values coincident within 0.1 mag of the CCD photometry of Table 3 and Fig. 1 . The accuracy of the wavelength scale of the Echelle spectra 
O B S E RVAT I O N S

T H E O U T B U R S T
The photometric evolution of CI Cyg, over the last 600 days, is presented in Fig. 1 . It is characterized by the star remaining at brightness and colour levels typical of quiescence until early 2008 August. Then, on August 18 we detected CI Cyg abnormally bright at V = 10.55, and when we re-observed it at V = 9.55 on August 31, it was clear that the object was entering an outburst phase, the first after 30 years of flat quiescence. The actual onset of the outburst has been probably missed, because right at that time CI Cyg was undergoing an eclipse of the hot component by the cool giant companion. When CI Cyg re-emerged from the eclipse, the hot component was already in outburst. In Fig. 1 , we have plotted the Vband profile of the 1975 eclipse (occurring during the brightest peak of the multimaxima 1970-1978 outburst phase) obtained by the data from Belyakina (1984) . The 1975 eclipse profile has been plotted in Fig. 1 following three different orbital periods given in the literature for CI Cyg. The 855.6 days proposed by Mikołajewska (1997, dot-dashed Table 1 . BV R C I C photometry of CI Cyg. hereafter F00, solid line). The orbital ephemeris is therefore
where the epoch is the photocentre of the 1975 eclipse.
In quiescence (cf. the spectra for 1995 and 2003 in Fig. 2 greatly decreased (all high-ionization emission lines disappeared) and the peak of its energy distribution shifted from the UV into the optical wavelength range, overwhelming the absorption spectrum of the cool giant. Only low-ionization emission lines were visible at maximum optical brightness (see Fig. 2 ), most notably Balmer, Table 4 . Radial velocity (in km s −1 ), standard deviation (σ , in km s −1 ) and integrated flux (in 10 −11 erg cm −2 s −1 ) of the four Gaussian components used to fit the high-resolution Hα profiles presented in Fig. 3 . The radial velocity of the M giant is from the orbit of F00. That for the WD is for a mass ratio 3 (from K91) and a systemic velocity of 15 km s −1 (from F00, final solution). Younger 1987] , the absolute magnitude is largely fainter than that of classical novae at 15 days past maximum (M V = −5.5; Warner 1995), a value which is independent from nova type and speed class. Such a hot component has radiated ∼1 × 10 44 erg during the first 200 days of the outburst, corresponding to the nuclear burning at a rate ∼2 × 10 −8 M yr −1 of material of solar composition. According to numerical values in K86, this is just slightly (approximately two times) above the accretion rate required for stable H burning on a WD of the mass (0.5 M ) estimated by K91 for CI Cyg. This supports the idea that the WD in CI Cyg was burning hydrogen at its surface during quiescence and that the 'outburst' was triggered by an increase of the mass accretion rate above the stability threshold, causing the envelope around the WD to expand and cool in response.
Absolute magnitude and intrinsic colours nicely fit an F3 II/Ib classification for the WD at V-band maximum, to which would correspond an effective temperature T eff ∼ 6900 K and a radius R = 28 R (Straižys 1992; Drilling & Landolt 2000; Sowell et al. 2007 ). This radius is in excellent agreement with the value R ∼ 28 R resulting from the duration (∼17 days) of egress from the eclipse coupled with F00 orbit and K91 mass ratio ∼3. The spectroscopic and photometric evolution of the 1970-1978 and current outbursts of CI Cyg is highly reminiscent of the similar train of several maxima and total eclipses characterizing the 1988-1996 outburst of the symbiotic star AS 296 (Munari et al. 1995) .
The current outburst has reached the same brightness as the first maximum in the 1970-1978 event. It is therefore possible that CI Cyg has entered a new, long-lasting outburst phase similar to that of 30 years ago, with brighter maxima expected to occur over the coming few years. The next eclipse will run from the end of 2010 August (first contact) to early 2011 January (fourth contact), with totality lasting from about 2010 September 11 to December 16. The evolution of the Hα emission profile during the current outburst is shown in Fig. 3 (where the orbital phases are computed according to equation 1). A fitting with a set of four Gaussians [one each for the main emission component (MEC), the sharp absorption, the wide pedestal and the bump] is overplotted as a dashed line, and their parameters are listed in Table 3 . The profile is quite different from that in quiescence at similar orbital phases (see for comparison the 1994-10-13 profile at the top of Fig. 3 ). The absorption component has become approximately five times stronger while keeping the same width and radial velocity of quiescence stable at about −25 km s −1 with respect to the barycentric velocity of the binary system (+15 km s −1 from F00). It traces external, neutral gas, expanding with the velocity expected for the wind of the cool giant, which is dynamically decoupled from the orbital motion and that therefore engulfs the whole binary system. The MEC increases its integrated flux by approximately three times in comparison to quiescence. After a small increase (20 per cent) in width at the onset of the outburst, the MEC has returned soon after maximum brightness to the narrow width observed in quiescence. A brand new component has appeared during the outburst, in the form of a wide pedestal, whose radial velocity seems to vary over a far wider interval than MEC. The integrated flux of the pedestal is about one-third of MEC and, similarly to the latter, the pedestal has reduced its width by 30 per cent along the monitored outburst evolution. Finally, a weak 'bump' component was fitted to the profile to account for an asymmetry in the Hα wings observed to travel from −310 to a maximum value of +330 km s −1 during the current outburst. The increase in absolute flux of the MEC and absorption components is connected to the reduction of ionization during outburst. The meaning and reality of the pedestal and bump components are uncertain. CI Cyg moved for less than 29 per cent of its orbit during the time interval covered by the Hα profiles in Fig. 3 . We plan to extend these high-resolution observations for at least a full orbital period before attempting any detailed modelling.
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